The salivary lipocalin von Ebner's gland protein is a cysteine proteinase inhibitor.
The lipocalins make up a heterogeneous superfamily of proteins. Although showing almost no sequence homology, they share very similar secondary and tertiary structures. Their ability to bind hydrophobic ligands is well established, but the physiological function of most lipocalins remains unclear. The lipocalin from the human Von Ebner's Gland of the tongue (VEGh) contains three sequence motifs corresponding with the papain-binding domains of cystatins, a family of naturally occurring cysteine proteinase inhibitors. We found that VEGh inhibited papain activity to a similar extent as salivary cystatin S. Furthermore, synthetic peptides derived from VEGh and cystatin C, comprising these three motifs, inhibited papain, too. We conclude that VEGh is a physiological inhibitor of cysteine proteinases and therefore can play a role in the control of inflammatory processes in oral and ocular tissues.